





yEnc & Co. 


new encoding methods for attachments 


By Harry Baggen 


Although most computer users will never see anything else than 
professionally laid out websites and the odd email from friends, relatives 
and spammers, the global communication medium called the Internet has 
far more to offer. For example, there are tens of thousands of on line 
newsgroups that allow people with the same hobby or interest to 
exchange ideas (and flame one another!). Within these groups, a number 
of file encoding methods are used with strange names like yEnc and 


uuencode. 


Not so long ago, you had to dial into a BBS 
(bulletin board system) to receive or send 
messages, or download files. In those early 
days many BBS users spent hours on end 
downloading programs and pictures, all 
adding considerably to the monthly tele- 
phone bill. 

Today, the functionality of the former BBSs 
has been taken over by Internet newsgroups 
operating within a structure called Usenet (for 
User's Network). In the early days of the Inter- 
net, Usenet was a sub-section specifically 
designed to spread messages among larger 
groups of people. However, the creators of this 
system did not (and could not) foresee that 
Usenet users would want to send large binary 
files (or ‘binaries’), too. Binaries are often used 
to convey programs, pictures and even music. 
Unfortunately, owing to lack of standardisa- 
tion, several methods surfaced and were 
adopted to enable file attachments with 
Usenet messages. 

Email and Usenet servers both use a fairly 
simple protocol. With email, the protocol is 
called SMTP (simple mail transfer protocol), 
while Usenet employs NNTP (network news 
transfer protocol). A common feature of these 
protocols is that they can only handle ASCII 
text, which seems to rule out the possibility 
of sending, say, an executable program in the 
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form of an attachment with the mes- 
sage. Soon, however, ways were 
found to convert an binary into 
ASCII text and then send it on to 
Usenet. At the receiving side, the 
‘text’ file is converted back into 
binary again and hey presto the 
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receiver has a complete program. 
Various methods are available to do 
this, but the best known are Uuen- 
code/Uudecode. Besides this famous 
pair you may come across methods 
like BinHex and Base64. 

Today's Internet browsers have 
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an integrated newsreader utility 
(‘Outlook Newsreader’ in Microsoft 
Internet Explorer and ‘Messenger’ in 
Netscape). All encoding/decoding 
methods being integrated into these 
newsreaders, their operation is invis- 
ible to the average user. An attach- 
ment will automatically appear in its 
original form with the message, 
requiring no user action whatsoever. 

Recently, a new file encoding 
method called yEnc [1], has popped 
up that does not seem to be sup- 
ported by all newsreaders yet. So 
why introduce a new file encoding 
system when we are perfectly happy 
with the existing methods? Well, the 
latter suffer from a couple of distinct 
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disadvantages, including inefficient 
operation. Due to the encoding 
process, a binary file will grow about 
40% in size when sent as an email 
attachment. Consequently, sending 
such an attachment takes far more 
time than would be necessary if there 
was a means to convey the original. 
The overhead is far smaller, actually 
just a few per cent, when using the 
yEnc system (see Zen’s yEnc FAQ 
[2]). Moreover, yEnc contains a built-in 
error correction system. 

Besides positive response from 
Usenet users, critical notes also sur- 
faced regarding yEnc (see Jeremy 
Nixon's article [3]), mainly because 
some minor shortcomings were dis- 
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covered. In spite of these criticisms, yEnc did 
not take long to gain acceptance and popu- 
larity in the newsgroups. 

The newsreaders that come with the 
major Internet browsers do not yet have yEnc 
support. If you try to download a yEnc file, 
you will only see a lot of garbled text on your 
screen. 

Fortunately there are ways to overcome 
this problem. A separate newsreader that 
does have yEnc support could be used, while 
there are also plug-ins to upgrade existing 
readers. One of these plug-ins is called 
yProxy [4] from Brawny Lads. This little util- 
ity acts as a local proxy server for the exist- 
ing browser. 

Good, free, newsreaders with yEnc sup- 
port include Xnews [5] and Super Gravity 
[6]. If you have some cash to spend, you may 
also consider buying Forté Agent [7]. The 
free version, called Free Agent, currently has 
no yEnc support. 

A word of warning to those who think that 
it is now possible to download ‘everything’ 
from newsgroups: many Internet providers 
have banned newsgroups that allow ‘binaries 
with messages’, from their servers because 
of the tremendous increase in data traffic. 
Usenet is currently home to about 50,000 
newsgroups that generate a daily traffic of 
the order of hundreds of gigabytes, requiring 
server capacities of 1 terabyte and more. If 
you are specifically interested in these attach- 
ments, then you will need to take out a (paid) 
subscription to a specialized news provider, 
or start a search for free news servers. Good 
search engines for this purpose include 
Newzbot [8] and FreeNews [9]. 
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Internet Addresses 


[1] yEnc: www.yenc.org/ 
[2] Zen’s yEnc FAQ: 
www. geocities.com/zenwebpage/ 
yEncFAQ.htm 
[3] Criticisms on yEnc: 
www. exit |09.com/~jeremy/news/yenc.html 
[4] yProxy: www.brawnylads.com/software/ 
[5] Xnews: http://xnews.newsguy.com/ 
[6] Super Gravity: 
http://gravity.tbates.org/super.html 
[7] Forté Agent: 
www. forteinc.com/agent/index.php 
[8] Newzbot: www.newzbot.com/ 
[9] FreeNews: http://freenews.maxbaud.net/ 
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